City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Capstones

Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism

Winter 12-13-2019

Gay Social Networking Apps are Fueling Crystal Meth Use
Moises A. Mendez II
Cuny Graduate School of Journalism

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gj_etds/343
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Moises Mendez II
Gay social networks are fueling crystal meth use
December 9, 2019
Words: 4,298 words
There’s a saying in Crystal Meth Anonymous: “If you’re in the barber’s seat, you’re
gonna get a haircut. But if you’re not in the fucking barbershop, how are you gonna get a
haircut?”
In the early 2000s, Adam P., who told me about this saying, was doing what other teens
were doing – going on AOL chatrooms to talk to his friends and flirt with the occasional
boy. He had just graduated from high school when he met a guy named Tim online. The
two chatted, then met up and had sex a couple of times. One night, Tim introduced
Adam to his friends Chuck and Ron, who were doing crystal meth at Ron's apartment on
45th Street and Ninth Avenue in Manhattan. After this introduction, the next five words
that were uttered changed Adam’s life for the next 20 years: “Do you want to smoke?”
After staying at Ron’s apartment in Hell’s Kitchen for two days, Adam met Billy. Billy
invited Adam to his apartment to use and have sex. As they’re having sex – unprotected
sex – Billy turns to Adam and says, “Oh, by the way, I’m HIV positive.” Adam’s
response: “Well, I guess I am now too.”
That was Adam’s first introduction to crystal meth. It was 1999.
From 1999 to 2018, Adam struggled with his abuse of crystal meth. Adam tried to get
clean more than once from the highly addictive stimulant but the drug is so readily
available in the LGBT community because of apps like Grindr, Scruff and Jack’d that he
had kept relapsing because of them.
Christopher P., 34, was also introduced to crystal meth by a man he was hooking up
with. Like Adam, his addiction grew when he started using dating apps .
Christopher grew up in Oregon with his adoptive mother. By the age of 14, he was
homeless, since he was kicked out the house by his mother when she found out that he is
gay. He had no place to go until he met Randy, who agreed to take care of him so that he
wasn’t living on the streets anymore. As he lived with Randy, he met Rick. Rick lived
close by and would sometimes pick up Christopher from school. One day after school,
Rick pulled out a light-bulb looking contraption and began to smoke out of it. When
Christopher asked what it was, Rick responded, “I don’t ever want you touching this
stuff, it has ruined my life for the past 20 years.” Christopher respected Rick and valued
his thoughts and opinions and Rick also showed him love in a new way. Seeing what this

drug did to Rick and how it increased his performance sexually, Christopher thought, “I
want that too.”
When he tried crystal meth for the first time, he snorted it. It was terrible and he hated
every second of it. It was uncomfortable and gross, so they tried a different method.
They smoked it. After that initial exhale, everything changed. The drug consumed his
being. His shoulders rolled back, his chest sat higher and all of the voices that made him
feel ashamed of who he was, seemed to have vanished. After all this time of just being
told he was attractive, he finally began to feel attractive.
His use started to increase over time to the point where he began to sell drugs, on two
separate occasions. The first time around, he moved to London and ran an operation
with a man whom he met online. They sold drugs until one member of their cohort got
caught and threatened to name them to the police – prompting Christopher to move
back to the United States.
A few years later, Christopher, now married, went on Grindr to look for other sexual
prospects and met a guy named Phil, who turned out to be a drug dealer and brought
Christopher in with him, to sell the drugs on dating apps.
Grindr, Scruff and Jack’d were their main places to sell. Those apps are all geolocationbased, which is their biggest structural difference from their straight-centered
application counterparts like Tinder, Bumble and Hinge. The geo-location makes it that
much easier to see the closest app users on a grid-like interface featuring over 100
profiles at once, rather swiping through one at a time.
Christopher would strike up a conversation with someone on the app and if it so
happened to come up that this person was looking for drugs, he would tell this person
that he was a dealer and was able to sell to them. The availability of the drug online, on
mainly gay dating apps, helped not only fuel their addiction but in Christopher’s case,
turn him into a dealer himself.
The problem of drug dealing online isn’t a new concept. This has persisted since the
1990s and the early 2000s on AOL chat rooms and then transitioned to popular gay
social websites like Manhunt and Adam4Adam that operated similarly to apps that are
used today. In this day and age, users on apps like Grindr, Scruff and Jack’d are
prominently promoting the buying, selling and using of drugs - most commonly crystal
meth. In the biographies that some users put in their profiles they use unnecessary
capital Ts like “HosTing,” and words like, “Tina,” “Crystal,” diamond emojis, and “Party
and Play (PNP)” to signify they use or deal crystal meth.

The availability of the drugs on the apps has made recovery harder for those battling
with substance abuse disorder - especially for those dealing with an addiction to crystal
meth,which The American Addiction Centers has recognized as one of the five most
addictive drugs.
THE RISE OF CRYSTAL METH IN THE LGBT+ COMMUNITY
Party drugs have been popular in not only queer but nightlife spaces in general. Studio
54 gained popularity in the late 70s – parties at the club were extravagant and drugs
were used en masse. The festivities were attended by gay men and the occasional drag
queen. Owner Steve Rubell was a gay man, so he welcomed these outsiders into this
predominantly heterosexual space. There was never a shortage of drugs. Cocaine was
one of the most common amongst the partygoers, giving them energy rushes and
keeping them up for hours on end.
Then when the 1980s came around, Studio 54 closed down and the queer community
began communing in spaces specifically for them. The Anvil and The New St. Marks
Baths were two gay bars that operated in this decade’s peak. In the 80s, the drug of
choice was crack cocaine.
The 90s are when crystal meth became more widely used amongst the queer
community. This odorless drug is relatively cheap, about $20 for a quarter of a gram,
and it can be smoked – which is the most common way – or it can be injected, giving the
user a much more immediate high. Both highs would last for about 12 hours. Euphoria,
an inflated sense of self-confidence and increased sexual drive washes over the user. It
activates the same “pleasure center” in the brain that is triggered during sex. This is why
the drug is so hard to stay away from.
Christopher describes sex on the drug as “electric.” He says, “All my senses were
heightened, especially touch, and I just loved every minute of it.”
It wasn’t until 2002 when crystal meth became seen as a health risk in the queer
community. The Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) and the LGBT Center created ads in
that year emblazoned with the words, “Buy Crystal Meth, get HIV for free.” These
warnings ran rampant across the Chelsea neighborhood – which has a saturated
population of gay men, mainly white gay men. While these ads were directed towards
white gay men, the two organizations completely missed the mark on other
communities where this was a problem as well.
While crystal meth usage has decreased amongst all communities, a data set provided by
the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) shows that the

percentage of Black and Latino men using crystal meth is 12% compared to the 6% of
white men that reported using the drug in 2017 – twice as much as their white
counterparts.
The 2002 advertisement also missed with the transgender community – the DOHMH
also reported that meth was widely used during sex work– as well as people who are
actively using crystal meth and those who are HIV positive.
Connecting the use of crystal meth to the rise in diagnosis in HIV is not entirely
incorrect. It’s not exclusively because of the reasons people think. A lot of what is taught
about HIV infection through drug use involves the sharing of unsterile needles, leading
to transmission. But crystal meth is different. When people use crystal meth together for
sexual pleasure, inhibitions fly out of the window. People just want to have sex and most
of the time it’s unprotected sex. Crystal meth users aren’t sharing needles as often as
they used to because of HIV prevention campaigns but they are still at risk of
contracting the virus because of the lack of inhibitions.
Although Adam was aware of his status since 1999, he didn’t get his clinical diagnosis
until 2004. His father was a doctor and noticed some alarming symptoms. His father
invited Adam to his office and did a full blood panel to check for any irregularities. After
the tests were done, his father sat him down and told him, “Your test came back HIV
positive.”
MEETING THE FORK IN THE ROAD
For three consecutive Fridays, I attended Crystal Meth Anonymous Meetings that are
held at the LGBT Center in the Chelsea neighborhood of New York. After climbing up a
black metal spiral staircase, I would walk down a hallway lined with promotional posters
for the center, then up another set of cement stairs to Room 214. Every Friday, the
Center holds a meeting called Crystal Clear Beginnings, and everyone is welcome.
The meeting space resembles a classroom with an overwhelming amount of beige. The
metal folding chairs are beige. The walls are beige and the light hardwood floors that
reflect light off their thick coat of polyurethane are also beige. All of the chairs are placed
in a formation in which they all face three chairs where the two co-chairs and the
speaker for that meeting would sit. Two posters are pinned up on the wall behind these
chairs; the 12 Steps and the 12 Traditions of Crystal Meth Anonymous. About 50 people,
almost all of them men, would usually pile into the room, excitedly greet their friends,
catch up and then settle down for the meeting.
Attending a meeting for the first time, I walked in early to speak with the chair before
the attendees arrived and to identify myself as a journalist.

“Is this your first meeting?” an older man with ice blue eyes and a stubble of a gray
beard growing in, asked me.
I tried to respond, “Yes, but,” and without hesitation he said “Welcome home,” and gave
me a hug. The meetings start the same way: the chair for that meeting introduces
themselves, “Hi my name is (BLANK) and I’m a crystal meth addict,” then the crowd
responds, “Hi (BLANK).” Then the chair asks for everyone to join them in reciting the
“serenity prayer,” which is when the crowd says in unison, “God grant me the serenity to
accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the
wisdom to know the difference.”
The chair then introduces the speaker for that meeting to give their qualification – their
story with substance abuse and how they’ve overcome it to provide hope and inspiration
for those in the early days of recovery. After the speaker gives their qualification, they
open the floor up to attendees to speak about anything they are feeling or need to get off
their chest.
At the second CMA meeting I attended, when it came time to share, a man in his early
30s addressed the crowd leaning against the chair rack. “I’m shaking right now, ugh I
don’t know why,” he said. All eyes turned to him to him and his frustration radiated
throughout the room as he projected his voice. “I went back on Grindr and I just had to
close it as soon as I opened it because I saw some people I used to use with. Once I
closed it, I told my friends and they said, ‘You better get your ass to a meeting,’ so here I
am.” He shook his hands, took a deep breath and sat down as people applauded his
bravery to share.
During my third time at the meeting, there was one white attendee with blond hair, a
blue-eyed muscular man who seemed like he just came from the gym - his compression
shirt stained with sweat and hair slightly out of place. A Latino couple walked in holding
hands, happily taking their seats and never disconnecting for the entire meeting. When
it came time for the sharing portion of the meeting, almost every man that spoke
mentioned being HIV positive.
A GROWING DANGER
The number of overdose deaths due to crystal meth is disproportionately smaller in
comparison to the overall deaths due to the opioid crisis, making it increasingly harder
to convince government officials to allocate funds and resources to eradicating this
problem.

But in recent years, the community has seen an increase in deaths related to crystal
meth overdoses. There were 18 overdose deaths reported in 2016 and that number has
only increased, from 64 deaths in 2017 to 66 in 2018. This problem does draw parallels
to the HIV/AIDs crisis in the late 80s – a problem that persisted within the queer
community and the government turned a blind eye to it until they couldn’t anymore.
In the early 2000s, when the GMHC and the LGBT Center recognized the crystal meth
problem as a public health risk, there were hearings in and around New York State. At
the city level, the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene sponsored a
conference called “Crystal Methamphetamine: Understanding and Treating an
Emerging Health Crisis” in 2004 and in 2005, City Hall held hearings for the case
against crystal meth and law enforcement tactics to help hinder the buying and selling of
the drug. At the state level, the New York State Department of Health released three
crucial documents in three consecutive years in the early 2000s about the emerging
health crisis. Ever since then, very little has been discussed further.
According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, “Annual new [HIV] infections among gay
and bisexual men overall and among Black gay and bisexual men have remained stable
in recent years. However, there have been increases among certain groups of gay and
bisexual men, including Latinos and young males 25-34.” With this being true, it’s
unhelpful that the government is doing very little to help with this problem.
THE DEADLY SILENCE OF THE DATING PLATFORMS
The lack of government intervention is only part of the problem. The apps themselves
are enabling users by letting these illegal activities persist on their platforms.
Grindr can establish algorithms to detect certain keywords, flag and act against people
selling drugs on the app. But they are protected by the United States government. In
1996, Congress passed the Communications Decency Act and in section 230, it states
that "No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as the
publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content
provider." This means that Grindr isn’t liable for any illegal activity that occurs on their
app.
While they aren’t liable for what happens, they would be able to flag accounts and detect
codewords affiliated with the action of selling drugs. David Fleet, a computer science
professor at the University of Toronto, who was interviewed by NBC News about what
can be done to police this activity, said, “If you know what the drugs are called, and you
program words into the algorithm, like 'crystal meth' for example, it is very simple to
detect those words.” He then continues by saying, “If the dating apps use modern
machine-learning tools, not only can they censor pre-programmed words, but they

could also detect other words that are essentially used as synonyms for various, more
covert terms for drugs.” Essentially Grindr can be doing something, but won’t.
There is a study that was conducted in Thailand in 2017, which found that gay dating
apps “significantly increased motivational substance use through messaging from their
counterparts.” One author found that less frequent use of gay dating apps “resulted in
less exposure to drugs.”
Grindr has been going through an even bigger PR nightmare that has taken the app’s
focus away from this monumental problem on their app. In 2016, founder and former
CEO Joel Simkhai sold the social network to a Chinese gaming company called Kunlun
Group – relinquishing his title as CEO – and then the position was filled by the current
president, Scott Chen. According to an article written by Buzzfeed News, not only has
Chen said that “marriage should be between a man and a woman,” he has also moved
“Grindr’s main engineering operations to Beijing, a move that caused the company to
make the personal data of millions of users around the world — including photos,
private messages, and HIV status — available to engineers working in a country known
for its human rights violations.” This mishandling of sensitive data has caused the
company to come under investigation by the Committee of Foreign Investment in the
United States (CFIUS).
The CFIUS has declared that this acquisition by Kunlun Group is a threat to our nation’s
security, therefore forcing them to put the company up for sale. June 2020 is Kunlun
Group’s self-imposed deadline to sell the company. But Chen doesn’t know enough
about the app to sell it to other venture capitalists.
Buzzfeed reports, “Faced with explaining a 10-year-old app’s potential for growth, Chen
chose to focus on the company’s hookup past rather than a three-pronged pitch around
the main app, Into, and Grindr for Equality that showed Grindr could be a one-stop
shop for ‘everything gay.’
‘[Venture capitalists] came in to meet with Scott and they’d walk out shaking their
heads,’ one source said.”
Couple this with a drug selling problem on the app and the company has a lot on their
plate.
GETTING SOBER IN THE AGE OF GRINDR
The first time Christopher tried to get sober was 2012.

Every time he went out and used, it was raining. Every. Single. Time. When he went out
to use, he would always walk home because he wasn’t working at the time and he only
had a joint debit card with his husband, so to keep his husband from finding out he
would just walk rather than just pay for a cab.
On a rainy Saturday in October, the sun was coming up and he was walking home from a
night of using. He called his best friend and said, “I’m ready to go to rehab, but I have a
couple conditions.”
That Monday, he went to a psychiatric facility in New Jersey for the first time. But then
Hurricane Sandy hit.
Trees were blown down and there was no power for about two days so that meant no
programs, no meetings and patients at the facility just sat in the dark for hours at a time
doing nothing. Then the facility told Christopher they had to send him home, but they
found another rehab center for him. The people at the facility told Christopher that they
don’t know much about crystal meth addiction, so there wasn’t much else they could do
for him. But they did find a new facility close to his apartment in New York.
He tried out the new facility and loved it. He had one relapse while he was there but he
learned a lot from being in this program then they suggested that he go to a 12-step
program, which he was apprehensive about and decided not to go.
Retrospectively he realizes, “In the program we always say, ‘You pay for the suggestions
that you don’t take’. All the suggestions are free. But you have to pay for the ones you
don’t take and I paid.”
After he got out of rehab, he booked a dancing job in Oregon. Christopher and his
husband drove cross-country to stay with Christopher’s mother. When they got there, he
began to notice that she was off; she was more lethargic, having troubles with her
memory, and was very slow moving.
The next day, she called Christopher to sit down with her to discuss something. She told
him that she has cancer, a rare blood cancer that has no cure. But she informed him
that she was starting chemotherapy tomorrow. Thus began the routine of getting up at
six, getting his mother dressed and ready for chemo, going to rehearsal until about 11
p.m. and then doing the same routine over and over. Then, he downloaded Grindr to
find some drugs and got high.
This was the start of a two-year relapse.

“I just couldn’t deal with my mother’s mortality,” he says. “I was just running from that
thought for so so so long, I just couldn’t do it.”
On his 30th birthday in 2015, that’s when he decided to do things differently. He set out
to get sober and stay sober, which he’s done ever since by staying off Grindr. July 20,
2015 is his sobriety date.
Adam relapsed in 2015 by chatting with a man on Grindr whom he did not know but
“decided to play chemistry together” with. But this time was different from the rest. “I
was at this guy's apartment. I think it was in Kew Gardens or Carroll Gardens. I don't
remember,” he begins saying. “I shot up and the last thing I remember was waking up
three days later.”
Being a binge user, this wasn’t his longest binge. His longest was 13 days in February of
2011.
After his father passed away in September of 2010, he moved in with his then-boyfriend.
Adam began working at Whole Foods. He would get home from work at 11 p.m. and not
have to be at work until 6 a.m. This six-hour window gave him a chance to drive to and
from Elmwood Park, New Jersey where he was living at the time to Hell’s Kitchen,
where his dealer, Ron (whom he was introduced to by his friend Tim) lived. When he got
his hands on the drugs, he then was able to “fuck around with” whoever he wanted to,
get high, drive home, sober up and go to work. But on Valentine’s Day of 2011, things
didn’t go as planned.
He left Ron’s apartment in Hell’s Kitchen and then drove to the Upper West Side to
meet up with Tim. He left his car in a parking garage on West 93rd St., went to get high
and stayed at that apartment for four days.
Adam went to hook up with a couple that he knew, Bob and Gill, back in Hell’s Kitchen
on West 43rd and 11th Avenue. He hated taking the train so he walked all 50 streets. He
was scared of being high and on the train. He didn’t like being around people like that.
He stayed with Bob and Gill for another four days then went back to Ron’s for five days.
When he was finally ready to go home, his car had been in the garage for 13 days and he
wasn’t able to afford getting it out, so he had to find another way home. He remembered
there was a bus that could take him close to home, so he went to the bus station and
tried to get a ticket, but he was too high. He gave a homeless guy $10 to buy him a ticket
and he got on what he thought was the right bus.
He remembers being woken up by the bus driver when they pulled into the depot, not
knowing where he was, only knowing he was somewhere in Jersey. He got off and

remembered that he had the GPS to his car in his pocket. He walked for four miles to
another bus station in Jersey and got another $5 bus to take him the rest of the way
home.
Adam got home and sat on his couch when his brother and sister-in-law, who was nine
months pregnant, stopped by as they were visiting that weekend. They sat and talked
with him and told him that he needed to make changes in his life otherwise they don’t
want anything to do with him.
“Maybe it’s age or I just did so much shit,” he says. “I did a lot of drugs and wound up
shooting up like four times in one day. When I came home, I tried to hang myself in the
bathroom. Was almost successful too. I had made a rope for myself out of bed sheets
that I tore up and they broke.”
The next day, he got himself to a CMA meeting and continued to work the program until
it worked for him. He is still on Grindr, but says that he doesn’t feel tempted anymore
because he’s past that part of his life.
When Adam was using, he didn’t care about his mortality. He did whatever he wanted
and only cared about being high. Now that he’s taken control of his life and the decisions
he makes, he is aware that he’s in the barbershop, but doesn’t plan on getting a haircut
anytime soon.

